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ABSTRACT~ -
Little emp1r1ca11y—based research has been conducted
on the effects of widowhood on males. The 11£esty1es of 26 elderly
4+ men widowed in 1978 were examined, with spec1a1 emphasis on ‘their -
11v1ng arrangements,'heterosexual relationships, and attitudes toward
,remarr1age. In-depth interviews conducted-after the men had been
widowed an. average, of ywo years and nine . months, revealed that most
‘had. stable 11£esty1es. Over half of the respondents lived ‘alone; most
of the others lived'with relatives and also had some type of health =
problem, Most respondents,@ad health-problems; only three did pot -
have a chronic 111ne§§* Over half expressed feelings of loneliness;
health appeared to be the most important facsor ‘related to -
- loneliness. F cpmp1a1ned about housework or coaking chores,
, although over half had help in one or both of these areas. Only’ nine
widowers had ‘dated since widowhood and most reported negative or
ambivalent att1tudes about .remarriage. Age was: the most prevalent
.. reason given for reluctance to remarry. The findings; suggest that
more emp1r1cal inférmation is needed to develop effective
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13 This paper reports on the lifestyles of elderly men who
were widowed in %our_months of 1978, with special emphasiy on‘1i§- X

(T/ _ ing arrangements, heteposexual relationships, and attitudes toward -

rémarriage. Data‘was derived from inforﬁaﬁion'dn'wives' death

¢
g

certificates aphd in-depth interviews when the men;had been widowed
“an average of two years and nine montﬁb\ T _
e . “There is little empirlcally ~-based research on w1d9whood -
aﬁong Ten in the social sciente literatlre. This is not espec1a11y
surprising'in vieWw of 'several factors: . ‘ N . .o

aj There are flve times. more w1dows 65 and over than there

3 R -r -
' are w1dowers (AOA, 1986), due to the longer llﬁe span

A

of women and the fact that men marry younger women.
b} Because of the excess of e1der1y w1dows, there is a

popular notioh that.most w1dowers remarry,-so that - »

> . they do not remain .in that. stateFﬁgr long. Actually,

a man who-is widowed .at age 65 O plder has less than

o
‘.‘ -1 w -

a one fn four chante of remarnying (Cleveland & Gian-

f , s . -3 ¢ € e
A ’ 3 turco, 1976) and this is reflected in the low marriage
. rate for men in- this age group (Glqu;:1@79). The
“ majority of elderly men who lose the spouse remain )

-

) ) - ' w1dowers un%&l death

c) Men are more dlfflcult te 1nterv1ew. Beeau3e=there‘
< are fewer of them, the 'sample, is moﬁe dlftlcult to
. .. find than a sample of widows, Once’ found, they may <,

‘ \
be more reluctant to discuLs personal paterial, and

o
-

¥ . because of past.tocial(zation to instrumental rather
' . v LN N




X ‘ et al,,19(5) With the exceptlon of}bne researcher who ‘based:- her

9 = ) The sample was’ recrulted from surv1v1ng~spouses ot women

N B S R ' ) ¢
. . .- . . ' - Page Two
N , ’ o '
than expressive roles;, may be out of’touch,with

- hd .

feelings (Balswick 1979).

(X

\ e uWhat literature there 1s has typlcally compared wldows

and w1dowers on narrowly oeflned character1st1cs, often as sub-
. populatlons of large survey groups (E}well & Maltbie-Crannel,

1980;, P1h1b1ad & Adams, 1972; Petrowsky, 1975) or has focused on

3 ( v

‘psychlatrlc or psychological effects of bereavemeht, usually i,

\

the year following, loss (Carey, 1979; Glick,’ et a1 1974 Gerber,

LN

information in the 11terature comparable to that on the 11festy1es'

and attltudes of w1dowed women (Lopata, 1970, 1979) This is an

-

1mportant lack p&n v1ew of the fact that .some studles have shown
A . . -

: w1dowed men to have hlgher rates of death (Gove,\19p3), suicide
(Gove, 1972; Bexardo, 19707, and 1Ilness CVerbruggeg 1979) than ~
marrled men.. Effective 1nterventlon or preventlon must be based,

at least\in part, on empirical infosmation derived from the wid-
owers'own definition of, the situation. This study_is-a»modest

- e

¢ beginning. -+ = oy - L

- Y
3 H
. ED

~

60 and over who d1ed in four randqmly seleoted months of 1qgs and

$ v ~
whose deaths were recorded 'in the City Hall of one Massachusetts

coastal manufacturing city of 80,000. The women had- 11ved and/or

A"y

died in the city and ‘the names of the1r spouses®and therir addresses

r

<

' * the spouses would have passed thro&éh the 1mmed1ate effects of

Y
o .

Q -

'. . , . 4 ° A

report on a personal case study (Kohn' & Kohn, 1978), there is 11tt1e

were recorded There were 43 of them 1978 was selected because

grief and bereavement ant have had time to "settle’ 1n“ ton 1ife as




Page Three
a.widowed person. But :any longer than that ‘and more would have™

" been los§ to the sample by death. ' . .

Vd ¢ . - °/

The nature of sample selection andvthellocale presented

a uniqde opportuﬁity to trace the whereabouts and living arrangEménts‘

-

«Df verz potentlal subJect I was able to'do this using the tele~,

phone book (talllng people of the same name who mlght have “beén ,

[ .

relatlves or ne&ghbors Af necessary), postal forwarding addresseg

. .
A . . \ s *

city directories, and 1nformat1on from senior center and voter

.
a

reglstratlon personnel Wlth a blt of detective work I was able

. -

..to galn 1nformatlon about every surv1v1ng spouse, an actompllshment
whlch was’ necessary to elimlnate any systematlc blas in the sample.

’ Four men had died (9% of the .potential sample), one of
N ) - -
whom had died in a nursing home, and two.men in their-80's who.
C - ’ . &~
died In hospitals. One.man in his 60's had had a heart attack on
- P ) .

P

the golf course and died six months after his wife.

Six Jnen (14% of the potentlal sample) had remarriedq.

k]

This rate is roughly comparable to-what mlght have been e{Pected on
‘ ~

the basis of natlonal flgures noted earller. Older men in the’ .-

*

Northeast'have lower;rates of remarrlage than those in the South

and West® (Treas & Vap Hilst;'1976).' The. mgjority of older men

remarry withinxa year or two .(Vinick, 1978). One of these men_had
IS Lt 8 Y. - : \ )

married a woman in her. thirties with four young chiidren,'ana’had
.dﬂfd of a heart attack a year later. The others were 11v1ng

(apparently happlly) ‘with thGIP new spouses.

o

. Ty
This left 33 men as potential informants. I was able

-

A ’ " - . N
to  determine the living arrangepgnts of all of them, and to inter-

Yo

i
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'S . . & . N

o view a;l but seven.¥ , ' . S

r -

B " o ‘ \

.in nurslng homes, as. might have been expected from the hational rate

.r‘ ) 'J

of 5% 1nst%tutlonallzed elders. The rest were living ;n the commu-

nity: 20 (61%) alone; -8 (24%) with'a relatlve, and 3 (9%) w1th ‘an

. »
© uprelated woman. . : ) ~

Amon% the 1nterv1ewed sample ‘of 28 wldowed men (retlreas i
\

who ranged in age from 63,to 93 60% of whom had been blue collar

U

\\*workers), change«of res1dence after two-and- a~ ~half to three years

of w1dowhood was .rare. Only four (15%) had moved ---one man .in his

‘ ,home when his Parklnson s D1sease worsened ‘one man who had sold

—

< ’

who had moved to his s1ster s house when.she bécame wldowed herself,;

and one highly,u nusual 1nd1v1duallst who. had sold h1s home, moved

e

tos a group retlrement res1dence, whloh he dldn't llke, then to an

4‘-\

v apartment untll the rent was ralsed and flnally to his present

aﬂartment where he- was stlll unsatlsfled But stablllty of resi-

o

dence -- whether alone or w1th others --'characterlzed most, and

»

most were determlned to malntaln that stablllty The aVerage

'length of res1dence was 24 years. Eight had made a move in the

last flVe.years (the.fourldescrlbed above who had moved after.

. . ~
F} - . ~
P, -
L3 . t . :
d ’ -

¥ Of these. sevén, two were dlsQuallfled because they had beeény“~ .
separated from.their legal wives for ‘many yeavs prier to her death

" apd one bgcause he was bnly 56 hav1ng manrled an older wpman.
Four, prefused to be interviewed; ong declining face-to-face, one
whose .daughter declined for hlm although he himself was w1111ng,
and two, lacking pHones,. who erefused- pass1ve@y by not reSpondlng
to notes and knock s on the door.

. '
/ . «s O
“ . . . ™ -
.

of these.33 men- who were alive and s1ng1e, two (6%) were

90'5 whose son had‘persuaded him to take up res1dence in a nursing

his laﬁge house to move to an apartment .with minimal upkeep, another

A\

’

Q
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widowhood, and four who had moyed'a few years before), but the 1

‘
“

' rest had.lived in the same place at least ten years.

. s

| - Over half (14) of thé%e,interviewed lived, alone; the
, majority (9) of wﬁom owned single,or’twc-faﬁfly houses in wgich ;
,ﬁhey haé lived with wivesland raised the?r children, if they had
had any./ S - ’ |
, .. .

The other 12 lived wiéh others -- two with ﬁnmarried ‘

’

brothers, one with a s1ster, three w1§h hnmarrled sons, one with

a marrled daughter, and one with- an unmarried daughter. Two 11ved

with_ unrelated women, one of whom was a housekeeper and, the other
described as a "friend who was just, visiting", althgugh objects:
. \ ’ .
- of decoqatioﬁ, such as‘pictures of her children and grandchildren,’ {

hd N ’
-

‘jndicated that she was in residence. o

i . Of those who lived with another, the stereotype oﬂ the

needy old man mov1ng to a relatlve s home for care and comfort‘

)

did net hold. In most cases, unmarrled chlldren had always 11ved

-

— with the father, or siblings had moved in to the w1dowers dwelling

- ’

to provide'physical or financial aid. Only two men lived in

. X . . . ¥ . .
. someone else's home -- a man 1n his 70's suffering from congestive

heart failhpe_who had moved to his sister's house and a man.in

[ 4

: . T ¢ . )
his laté 80's whq had.moved to his married daughter's home with

|
: 1« his wife. severar years before her death. o SR
i o ‘The majorlty of. ihose who lived w1th anotherfhad some '
K ‘—1 ‘health problema IAJlng w1th Someone else who shared household
,‘1 o ‘chbres made llfe easier. All of those who rece}ved the lowest'
. %:. szores'on a\scale of 1neapa 1ty”lived with someone else. For
g three, 1nst1tLt10na11zat10n would probably have been neeessary -

.a bedrldden man who lived w1Rh hls dlvorced}son, a* blind man who

A [

. O ‘ - . R R .
ERIC = ' : -
o . > . L’ v
S L - < 7 : b
. . . . . \ . . \ 4
. . H * . .
& .
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_'lived with his.brother, and the man who ltved with his married

daughter. ot ) _ ) ' ’ .
L . ‘;

Living alone or with others had no relationship to

~satisfaction with living arrangements, nor was tdere' a difference

o

between renters and owners. As with other areas of life, elderly

~

i
RN

widowers do not idealize their sifuations, but tend to accept
. . £ -

-things as*they'are. (Less than half were "very- satisfied" with

their dwellings;hmost (54%) were "pretty satisfied", citing both

good and bad features;. but only three were "not satistied" -~ one

., '

‘man who was»pianning'a move to California to be near his only

-3

daughter if his health permitted, one who had made a recent move

-
L3

to a aursing home, and one who was. dissatisfied with his small
N - * - o

”

apaftment and tﬁought he might move for the fourth time since

. ~ -

widowhood.

- - -

Contrary to what might have been expeqtedg few complained
about the difficulty: of Housework (4) or’cooking (3). Over half

had sqme help in one or both aégas. Fourteen men had some help with
o . T * Y. s
housework -- from 'the relative with whom they shared the home, or -

from homemakers pald prlvately or through the local council on

'

aglng " MJst men who did bousework themselves m1n1mlzed'the d1ff1-

'culty or had taken- respons1b111ty ‘for housework wheh their wives ;
weﬁe-ill and simply(contigued £e'the,rple of housekeeper. Although
they admitted that they did Botfspend as mueh time'on°housewo£k as
wives, hal do;e aad‘performed~c1eaning chores iﬁﬁegularly, oniy two

dwelllngs were rated "neglected“ ‘on 'a scale of one (1mmaculate) to

R

five (neglected) ‘ One man_ 1n31sted that I come to his daughter s

home for the. 1nterv;ew rather than to h1s ‘own because he had 7 -

\

'"11terally never cleaned“.and was ashamed of its unkempt appearance, '

- ® . . . .

) . , ' . .
¢ : . \ ) .

. . , .
- . 0 .

# <«

. e - .
. ) A1 ' o 8 " Towe
c ‘ ., PR ~ ? . -
‘ P w4 ks 3 v 7 to
’ .87 - S ea ¢ . A
. . 4 . . “~ ‘ 5 « . s
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a Similarly, only three men complained about-the difficulty-

»
1

of meal preparation. .The most inéapacitatedowere in nursing- homes
. - L}
or lived with relatives who did the cooking. Others had meals'pre- '
- N * .
"pared by relatives, ate in restaurants at least occasionally, or

\ A
went to senior citizenls meal s1tes More men took responsibility

for housework than cooking.h Only eight prepared lunch themselves
at home, and only nine had dinner at home which they prepared them-
N ‘ . - ]
selves. - : N

* ~

* Most’ of the widowers in, the sample had health .problenms.

As in other areas of life, the prevalent attitude regarding\health

/
was to carry on’ as best one could, while .nqot denying- the problemsr
- ’\ -
3 More than half (56%) had some difficulty walking. Almost halt (QZ%)

e

had become 111 in the year preceding or following the wife's death.

-

Only three did not.haye a chronic illness. The widowers' health

ié reflected in.their self-assessmenbs. The greatest number (11)

rated their health "fair or poor"q fewer (8) perceived their health .

as,Ryery,good“ No dhe said that health- hadTbecome better s1nce

Y

e . widowhood; 15 rated health the same, and ‘nine said that their X x

health had beCOme worse. The half of the sample who responded th

.

they were less active sinceg becoming w1dowed almost always cited a '

-~ ) ’z
: health reason. [, . ' . A \
i .

': Of 24 &wen Who responded half we?e*often (10) or some-'

times (2) lonely. The others were .never or seldom lonely . Some-~

. - -

what surprisingly, loneliness”was not related to living alone. In

fact,'the opposite was true: Of .tHose who were often lonely, over
¢ v ! L C ’

falf (55%)awere liVing with someone elset Health seeméd\to be the,

most important factor related to loneliness, although seff rating

I3 *

of health was not significantly correla;ed with loneliness, the
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~

from fhe 60's -to the 80'#.(

4 .
4 . . . , Y
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degree of incapacity wae‘significantly melated (§S=.3865, p<.05)¥

to meetings(q?=.033,'V= 5332?; to drive (r;=.5825 p< 01), to go to

a restaurant with friends\or relatives (rS=.6107, P< ol), fon

example. Popular wisdom prdved corréct in'that those who performed

services’ for others were less\often lonely.

Only 20% who served

+

sh1p with a woman. But only five mgn wers currently seeing a woman

regularly, and only about a thlrd of hose interviewed (97 had ever

had a “date“ since widowhood. Six more\of the men had-women\

“frlends“ who were distinct in thelr min from “girlfriends“ with

’

whom a relationship is based on ‘the sexual istinction.

were w1dowed nelghbors or chums of the late wife whom one helped

out by giving rides- shopplng or to the doctor's fflce, or youngen

women whom one’ had known since ch11dhood‘who were\“adopted daughters"

or "granddaughters“ with whom onée might have a meal, share problems,

or even take a trlp. In a11

\

Shlp’Wlth a woman, but not all of the relatlonshlps had romantic

oveg;ones.r In general, those who had datéd had few physréél dis--

abilities and lived alone. They had the moblllty and opportunity

to pursue a heterosexual relatlonshlp, as wel} as the/&esime to do -

~

so. ‘They were not necessanlly the younger w1dowers, ranging in ag

R ‘o . .- © . ,

L]

: Dating was also related.to feelings about'remarriage..

-
- Y
)

N * . . /

»

¥ Correlatlons were computed by means of* the Spearman non-parametric .

test,

I 4

Friends ”

over half (15) kad had some, relatlon-A'-

&




;phght of awfuture spouse whp‘woupd have to nurse them.

&
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. . . B . , ~

Although only one man had definite plans to remarry {he was re-

s - .
modeling his house for his new bride), six out of ten men who were
o * <. LN

positiveior ambivalent about remarriage. had dated versus only two'
qf 11 ‘men who were definitely negative in their attitudes. . -
. .y, {a ' " @ * ) '
Not sUrp%isingly’in a sample of men*who had remained

'single for at least two and 'a half years, most ‘of the interviewees,

FE

».dncluding the-daters, were ambivalent at best =wbout Pemarriage.

Onlyifour men had deﬁinitely pOSitive attitudes -- the man who was

engaged one man whose woman friend had died a few months pre-

Viously, a thrige married man in_ his nineties who had recently <

.

moved to a nurSing home, and another who perceived a lack: of

opportunities to meet eligible women. ‘

»

Reasons advanced for the reluctance to remarry ranged

4

from the general to the situation- specific. The most prevalent

~ "“ 4 -

reason given was that remarriage »was inapprOpriate because of age

-(8). This was usually expressed in personal terms of "just not

being 1nteresteg at my age. Others (6) were incapacitated or.
\ .
feared becoming so and«did not nt to become a burden to a spouse.

WGod forbid 1f I take s1ck or something like that. She'd have to

L4 ﬂ-

take gare of me. W d she throw me over or get rid of me or

- M \
1 -

something'7 ‘See?" said one.” Interestingly, although not one man . .t

mentioned-it directly, correlational analySis showed a Significant

LY
.

relationship between having nursed the late wife and desire to re-
marryl(r :.5869, p<.003) .4 Men who had had responsibility for care
of an ill Wife apparently dld not #ant to repeat tHe experience.

Some may have expressed ‘that reluctance by identifying w1th the
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A

A few. mentloned sat1sfact13h w1th freedom Trom mar1tal

@

constra;nts (2) "If I want to get up and lounge around in my . .

N

paJamas all morn1ng, I can,“ sa1d one 77 year old man who had been

ba

: datang d w1dow of 70 for a year and a, half but. had no 1ntentlon of

remarrying Others (3) mentloned f1nanc1al cons1deratlons e notg

hav1ng enough 1ncome to remarry or the dlfflcﬂlty of changing
A " ~ o7 L £ v . /
arrangements for 1nher1tance. Two others were - sure that they could

-

“‘7 never replace the late w1fe. Among, other factors mentioned were

oo
lack-of oppontunlty to meet ellglble women (2) and lack ‘of interest
“in sex (2). One man saw h1s w1dowed ne1ghbor da11y in tﬁ% summer.

He missed her in the’ w1nter when He moved back to his house, but R
s L
. was'féarful ofrmOVing permanently to her terr1tory year round.

~

The w1dowers were generally more sens1t1ve to. the per- = . _

L

A

l - - e
/ osgved approval of relatlves than to frlends 1n regard to dating

Y and remarrlage.f One man broke off his relatlonshlp of a year when

' ‘
R

his sOns expressed d1sapproval of the woman, the d1Sapproval of

the niéces. and nephews of .another ChlldleSS man fueled his.ambiva-

-

lepce about remarrylng But %éhers who had dated felt only approval

from'ehlidren. " Those who had not dated thought cnﬂsdren would - .

s approve or. professed not to know. Only, & few felt hat chlldren ?’

0
would d1sapprove remarrlage Most wbuld not venture a guess about

- . [

frlends' approval‘ however, and evimced no 1nterest 1n thelr feellngs
- . *  “Everyone querled approved of "dating by people of s1m11ar

K age or belleved “1t’s¢the1n bu51ness." Only ong mansstated blanket

: /4 %
¢ - condemnatlon,,quotlng h1s mother that "old men should th1nk of -

' o o 0

funerals, not weddlngs.“ 'Slmllarly,,only f1ve of a0 respondents
. expressed dlsapproval of remarriage. Only on the top1c of 11v1ng '
s

= . \
.

Lfogether w1thout marrlage did the W1dowers reflect stereotyplcal

- -

A

v -

A

- .
. . .
. . TN
v . Y - .
. - L«
.
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-

] ) ) “

notions -pf elder conventionalityf‘ More'than three times as many

expressed disapproval as would tolerate such an arrangement. While

-

the majority knew others who had dated and remarried few (5) knew

”

others who co-habitated without marriage. ' K\\

-

. .
- ) .

¢ .

— c

The men”in this small sample, Qidoweo two'and a half to
three years, hile stable llfestyles 11v1n§ alone or with others.

Most have satisfactory arrangements for housekeeping and meal .

prepar tion. The magority nave health problems, and half express

feeiings of lonelineS$? ‘Desplte care and companlogship that a sbouse'

- could provide, -the majority have not courted and do not*intend to

remarry. Among barriers to remarriage are disabilities which pre-

ventnthem from actiVities related to dating and courtship,~and

~negative or ambivalent attitudess toward remarriage, focusing on

~ - ¢

retention.of,the gtatgsbino in their persdnal’situations. Percep-

tions of"-the sanctions others or internalization of societal

norfs against remarriage seemed less powerful influences.
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